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* * *

><p>Prologue<p>

Through the rainbow hued clouds of the Ordek Nebula, the Rusty Blade plowed on without hesitation. She was a small ship, old and derelict, and once was the pride of her captain. But he was old now, sitting in his quarters on his metal rack, glowering out the porthole as if the universe had conspired against him.

He hobbled to his feet, his left leg replaced with a metal stump long ago after a fight with pirates long since dead. He had his chance for an honorable death then, his chance to join Sto-vo-kor, but luck was with him. He won that fight, at the cost of his leg, though in the time since he had to wonder if he was truly lucky.

He had learned that the pirate who had attacked him was sent by his own son. He had tried to challenge him, but his missing leg caused him to stumble wrong in the fight and he also lost a liver that day, left to die as he howled for his son to finish him. He hadn't, and he always felt he had left his honor behind him. He had no way to perform the hegh'bat alone, the ritual suicide that would enable him to have an honorable death.

That was the last hope he had for an easy death. Now he ferried cargo in a derelict, hoping to run into pirates again. With them he knew he would die honorably, for he refused to surrender. He carried valuable cargo as often as possible, including a room full of Ferengi gold pressed latinum bricks, numbering in the thousands. Still no pirate attacked him, though he frequently travelled through pirate infested territory and didn't even try to hide his actions.

As he finished his last bottle of bloodwine, he pondered over his crew. He knew his first officer was a spinless Ferengi coward, his tactical officer was a nervous young Bolian who never seemed to aim straight. His helmsman was an older Rutian male, while his operations officer was a young Vulcan female, and likely one of the few who might assist him with the hegh'bat, the other being his human engineer who was always fussing over the dilapidated engines without ever repairing them.

He made up his mind that if he cleared the nebula, and finished the run to Grisell, he'd ask his operations officer to take part in the ritual to end his life honorably. He didn't care about the latinum, the ship, to him it was worthless.

His honor was all that mattered.

**Captain's Log**: It has grown weary on me, this dishonor of dying of old age. I long for battle, of dying an honorable death, but I am far from any field of battle. I have taken many risky contracts, hauling near the Romulan Neutral zone, and though my current course takes me through the Ordek Nebula, we have seen no evidence of any craft. I hope soon to find a honorable death, or I'm going to need a bigger ship to haul this Ferengi money with.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note:<strong>

This is my first FanFic, a story I've been working since High School. It's set after Star Trek Nemesis, and I'm not going to consider the Star Trek Reboot films as canon here. Mostly this story will follow a small crew who transport cargo in the Alpha and Beta quadrants. I'm going to try to introduce each character slowly, you don't just throw a bunch of people together and say it sticks. They need chemistry, and a reason to not only blend, but stay blended.

Most of the characters involved will be my OC, though they will come from established races. I have right now, plans for only one Star Trek Character to make a full time run in this story, though you'll have to figure out who as the story progresses.

Reviews are always welcome. As are suggestions. And corrections. And Ideas. And...?
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* * *

><p>Chapter 1 – The New Captain<p>

As T'lep sat in the operations station, staring at the sensor data she was uncovering, she caught the aroma of bloodwine. She glanced up long enough to hand the captain a datapad before going back to the sensor data. She was trying to figure out a strange signal in the background radiation, a signal she only uncovered while trying to filter the background radiation so the ship's sensors could get a better lock in the nebula.

She had almost decided it was just a natural phenomena when she detected a second, almost identical signal. She was parsing the signal's location when she heard the captain approach her station again, the smell of bloodwine assaulting her senses.

"I would ask a favor of you, T'lep," he grumbled, almost a whisper. "The doctors at Bolarus IX have found that I am succumbing to Nehret, old age. I wish to die an honorable death, and that has now come to me performing the hegh'bat, but I will need a second."

"You need someone to claim that you lead an honorable life, that your deeds were worthy of Kahless?" T'lep said, halting as the Captain nodded.

"Your part would be to hand me the mevak, so that I might plunge it into my heart. Then after my death, you would wipe my blood on your sleeve. After that, you may dispose of my body. It wouldn't matter how, it would be a lifeless husk."

"What of your ship? Do you have any family you wish me to contact?"

At that the captain shook his head saying, "No. I would not leave a debt to that targ of a son of mine. And all my family was lost in the war with the Dominion. The ship, and all in it, I would leave to you. There is a hatch in my cabin, it is locked by the ship's computer so that only the captain may enter. I will note in the ship's log that upon my death, you are to be the new captain, so that you may unlock it. It is a room, ten meters long, by five meters wide and is 3 meters tall. It is filled mostly with Ferengi latinum, some ten thousand bricks, along with other precious gems and valuable artifacts."

"I would be honored, captain. When would you like to perform the ritual."

"At the end of this run, so that it may never be said I never completed what I started."

"As you wish, Captain."

"You would give her a chance to acquire your latinum without discussing this with your first officer?"

"Silence, whelp!" the captain bellowed. "I would not buy your shame. You would only disgrace me in your hunt for latinum, and I have born enough disgrace from my son. So silence yourself worm!"

"As you wish, captain." he said, going back to an engineering station.

"Keep an eye on him, he is only interested in latinum, and might try to betray you," he said, as he turned to go to his chair.

"**Captain's log, supplemental**. I have decided to end my life soon. I am designating that T'lep is to have all my possessions once my life is ended."

T'lep turned back to her screen, and noticed the signals were further apart than before. She started to bring the sensors to bear on the unknown signal when it suddenly accelerated towards the Rusty Blade.

"Unknown signal coming in..." she began to say when the deck violently pitched and an ear splitting wrenching of metal filled the bridge. T'lep was thrown from her chair, landing near the doors to the turbolift, and the tactical officer was thrown into his console which erupted into a shower of sparks as a power surge caused it to explode. T'lep turned to face the captain, to find he was still in his chair, shouting orders to a dead tactical officer while the first officer clutched his lobes and shrieked about losing profits.

T'lep was almost to her feet when a second explosion rocked the small freighter, tearing away the bulkhead at the front of the bridge. The captain was the first to be sucked into space, along with the first officer. The helmsman was next, when his grip on the console he sat at failed. T'lep herself was sucked hard into the railing, breaking several ribs, but she was able to wrap herself around it until the air in the bridge was all sucked into space, allowing her to make it to the turbolift.

After the doors closed, T'lep was able to breathe again, although in great pain, and sent the car to deck four where the auxilliary control station was and collapsed against the far wall from oxygen deprivation. Several more explosions rocked the ship as she slowly descended, and when the doors opened, a howling wind had picked up in the corridor.

"Emergency. Emergency. Hull breaches detected on decks one through five. Unable to raise enviromental shields. Locking all air locks to prohibit toxic atmosphere from entering the ship," the computer intoned as T'lep exited the turbolift, the wind dying down as whatever hull breach was sealed, though she wondered how many crew were now doomed to die behind the sealed airtight doors.

She reached the auxilliary control without finding any other live crew members. She input her command codes, and actived the screens.

"Sensors have recorded the death of the current commander. Transferring command to T'lep, per captain's command."

T'lep surveyed the sensor data both external and internal. Though the external sensors contained very little usable data, the internal sensors worked perfectly, even if they caused concern. Very few life signs still showed on board. Of those, not one was in a sealed area, and that meant that soon, she'd be the last survivor.

"Warning. Warning. Primary power failure in one minute. Backup power damaged. Full power failure in three minutes."

Powering down the ship, she began to funnel most of the remaining energy, including disruptors, into maintaining the sensors. As the last survivor, if they boarded, she was certain that she would be taken captive. She vowed that wouldn't happen.

As she watched the screens, she noticed that the enemy ship was slowing, scanning her wounded prey no doubt, she thought. The ship came to a full stop about twenty thousand meters off the bow of the ship, in perfect firing solution for the torpedos.

She rerouted the phaser controls around the damaged areas, then fired at the ship's bridge. She quickly released a barage of torpedoes, manually firing them into the ships engine compartment. The result was clear, the ship blew into tiny dust. Relaxing, she scanned the ship through the internal sensors, looking for survivors.

There weren't any.

"Primary power failure. Secondary power systems damaged. Please don emergency life support suits for extra vehicular activity."

She pulled up the ship's cargo manifest, scrolling through the various shuttles. After verifying their location, she pulled up an internal view on the cargo bay. Not one of the shuttles was flyable.

She sat at the console's chair, rubbing her cracked ribs, pondering what she could do when she remembered seeing a runabout being lowered into the cargo hold under the secondary shuttle bay.

"Full power failure in one minute."

She pulled the cargo bay's screen onto her console. The runabout looked intact, and it was the last logical place to go. She called up the internal schematic, cross checking the locked bulkheads and came up with a route to the cargo bay. Leaving the auxialliary command room, she quickly headed to the cargo bay, fearing that she would arrive to the cargo bay too late. She broke into a run, as the power systems started to fade throughout the ship, then only the emergency lighting gave any illumination at all. A wind picked up, as the ship's internal atmosphere was sucked into the nebula. T'lep struggled to continue breathing through the pain in chest as the bay door came in sight, finally taking one last deep breath as the air faded into nothing.

Reaching the doors, she opened a panel below the control pad, and pulled out a suction pad and slapped it against the door, and forced it open. At the far end, sat the runabout, a small personal ship designed to be used by a small crew, or one person.

She was starting to struggle with her focus, the pain in her side was now a dull ache, as she reached the side of the runabout, then tapped the console to lower the ramp and open the door. As she entered the runabout, her vision was fading, and unable to focus any longer, blindly slapped the pad beside the door as she fell to the deck, numb through her body, and slipped into darkness.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note:<strong>

Sorry this is taking so long to get started, but if you were starting with nothing it'd take you awhile to make something too. I have no clue when the updates will be, as I'm writing this either before or after I go to work.

Also, R & R.

Had some minor rewrites added, mostly just T'lep's personal feelings in the situation as this is seen mostly through her POV.
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* * *

><p>Chapter 2 - Salvage<p>

'It's cold,' she thought, then realized she was face first on the metal decking of the runabout. She struggled to raise herself to her feet, but was resigned to lean against the bulkhead as her muscles reoxygenated themselves.

Waiting against the bulkhead, she was grateful that she was still alive. She remembered another instance long ago where she had to run for her life. She had been six and had just witnessed a murder. The man had worn a brown hooded robe, but the face underneath was unmistakable.

Romulan.

She hated to remember that awful day, the day she became an orphan. She'd been terrified of being found by him so much that she had hidden in a cargo container being loaded on a ship and escaped to the stars.

Now, sitting against the bulkhead, panting for breath and nursing broken ribs, she wondered if she weren't better off if the Romulan had found her. She might have been traded back to her father for some kind of favor, as he seemed to be under the influence of blackmail by the killer. She might have even been killed.

Closing her eyes, she suppressed the rage she felt thinking of her life over the past eighteen years. Maybe death was easier, she felt, but as long as she was alive, she had a chance, a small hope that kept her going, that she could find that Romulan again and bring him to justice.

The man had disappeared, whatever mission he was on apparently unfulfilled, and her father was missing. She wiped the tear from her cheek as she kept the rage suppressed, trying to remember the lessons of her mother. 'Emotion left unchecked wreaks havoc on us all.'

After several minutes, she managed to stand, then went over to the ops station and sat in the chair. She brought the secondary power generation systems online, then activated the environmental controls, and set them to Federation standard. Running through damage control, she realized why the owner of the runabout was having the ship hauled. Many of the ship's functions were currently offline, including comms, tractor beams, shields, transporters, and primary sensors. In fact, the only things that seemed to work were the navigational dish, impulse and warp engines, and the phaser array.

'Great for battle, not so much for getting help.' She relaxed into the console's chair, thinking, then almost yelped at her broken ribs. Much of the ship's cargo was useless, consisting of people's personal effects, seeds, and terraforming equipment to be used on a nearby moon. That just left the latinum that the captain had mentioned.

Checking the ship's inventory, she found an EVA suit, so she could enter the ship again since all power had been exhausted. She also found a medical kit under the console, containing several pieces of medical equipment, including an osteo-regenerator. She placed the kit on the console, then removed the top of her gray jumpsuit. She picked up the regenerator, activated it, and began moving it across her broken ribs. When the device beeped, she placed the regenerator in the kit and placed it back under the console, then put her jumpsuit back on.

Moving aft, she found the EV suit in a locker next to the airlock, along with a spare. Donning the suit, she left the runabout with a repair kit and headed for the captain's cabin, which was on this deck above.

Walking down the corridor, past several bodies of dead crewmates, left T'lep a little on edge. She didn't stop to look at the corpses, knowing each one was dead by prolonged exposure to the vacuum of space, if they hadn't died of their injuries. It was unsettling though, and she began to move faster, soon finding the service ladder to the next deck up. Turning towards the bow of the starship, she walked to the door marked 'Captain's Cabin,' then placing her fingers between the door panels, forced it open.

Searching the cabin yielded the hatch, but without power she was unable to open it. Fortunately for her, the hatch wasn't very secure, and with a little laser work, managed to open the hatch and climb down the ladder. The room was filled with thousands of bricks, stacked on shelves along the wall. She walked the room, intrigued at the size of the stash and estimated how many bricks were in it, and found a surprise in the back corner of the room. A door, although it was welded shut.

Using her laser, she managed to cut the welds from the door. Returning the laser to her kit, she then forced the doors open to find the back of a panel. Searching the edges of the panel, she released it, and it fell forward, revealing she was in a hallway not far from the cargo bay.

It took several hours to move all the latinum to the runabout's cargo hold, but T'lep was finally able to store the EV suit back in its locker. She had been able to use an antigrav sled to move the bricks quickly, though now she found herself in a stained jumpsuit from a lack of climate control in the EV suit. Going into an undamaged suite in the runabout, the others not even fully furnished, and stripped off her clothes, depositing them into the marked slot for laundering.

Stepping in the sonic shower, she scrubbed her body clean. After the shower, she went to the replicator and ordered her clothes. She selected a pair of black slacks, a light blue top, a black bolero jacket and black ankle high boots with a side zipper. Dressed, she stepped in fron of a mirror to check her one point six meter frame and soft black hair, and decided to plait it.

Leaving her suite, she went up the stairs to the bridge, and sat in the science station. She scanned the outer wall, and going to the tactical console, set the warheads on the torpedos to half yield. She then activated the runabout's shields, and fired two torpedos into the bulkhead, which caused ripped the hull open enough to let the runabout out.

Finally she went to the helm, and went through the preflight checklist, and activated the antigrav units. Using the runabout's thrusters, she maneuvred the runabout free of the Rusty Blade, and breathed a sigh of relief that she wouldn't be trapped in the damaged ship.

Bringing the runabout around, she did a cursory examination of the Rusty Blade. It was easy to tell the damage along the engine compartment, as that was where most of the damage was concentrated, along with the damage to the bridge. Ahead of the ship's course was an asteroid field, and curious, she flew the runabout through it, noting several vessels of various origins.

Going to the replicator at the back of the bridge, she made a holoimager, and started to take pictures of the various vessels, cataloguing the various vessels for the authorities. Making several passes through the field, she found one vessel that sparked her interest. Positioning the runabout over the five hundred meter long vessel, T'Lep took several more photos, then checked her sensor readout as she visually checked the vessel.

She couldn't detect more than trace energy readings, mostly coming from the hastily constructed facility around it. She scanned as best as she could, but couldn't find any signs of life in the facility. Finally she found the source of the signal she noted earlier on the Rusty Blade.

"It's a homing signal for when they leave, so they can return,' T'lep pondered. Noting the signal in the ship's log, she brought the ship around on a course she hoped would take her quickly out of the nebula so she could find a way to a starbase, where she hoped she could repair the runabout and get an engineering crew together.

'That ship is definitely what I need,' she thought as she steeled herself for the long flight. 'Now I just need to make it fly again.'

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Notes:<strong>

Forgive me, I forgot I never described T'lep in any way. My bad.

Sorry that there's not much going on in this chapter, but I'm trying to lay the groundwork for the story. The next chapter will introduce a new character, and start moving the story forward. Promise!

As always, read and review. Suggestions and corrections are much appreciated!

Did some minor updates in this one as well, mostly minor changes to allow the reader to know what T'lep is thinking. One comment that was made is how can she shower in a ship with no power? So some rewriting to explain it better.

Now I wonder what ship she found?
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* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 3 – The Engineer<strong>

Unfortunately for T'lep, the runabout hadn't been able to clear warp two on the entire flight to Vanguard Base. It resulted in a weeklong trip that amounted to sitting at the controls of the runabout while reading several of the books the former captain had kept downloaded.

One of the books she found, was a guide to being a starship captain. It detailed some of the dangers a captain often faced, and not of the unknown alien kind.

"To be sure, one of my biggest concerns has always been the moral of my crew. I can run from and fight enemies, fool sensors, hide in nebulas and debris fields, but my crew is always with me. If they feel cheated, or fearful, they may turn on me, and unlike pirate raiders, I cannot flee from them. They surround me night and day."

T'lep herself had never given much consideration to that before. She knew logically that crew moral was a concern for captains, but had never thought of an actual mutiny. She thought about that while she flew.

At the end of the week though, she finally brought the ship out of warp near Vanguard Base. She had made a small hand held communicator in the replicator, which caused the one on the bridge to malfunction, and activated it.

"Vanguard Base, the is T'lep on approach in Runabout Drumgarde. Requesting permission to dock for repairs."

"Drumgarde, this is Vanguard Base. Please transmit your vessel's crew manifest and inventory."

"Vanguard Base, I am unable to comply with that request at this time. My communications array is currently offline, and needs to be repaired."

"Drumgarde, you are cleared to dock at Hatch Beta three-two. Set course zero-four-three mark one-two-six. Do not open the air lock to the station until an inspector is on site."

"Understood, Drumgarde out."

She closed the communicator, and piloted the shuttle on the heading provided, which led to the air lock. She downloaded the inventory report stored in the vessel, then updated it with items she had replicated in the week since she claimed salvage rights to the vessel, then headed aft. She stopped by the hold containing the latinum, and pulled a brick and placed it in a pouch on her belt. She then went to and opened the runabouts inner airlock, and waited for the inspector to arrive.

He arrived several minutes later, dressed in a red and green uniform, a handheld disruptor in a metal holster at his side. In his hand, he carried a medical tricorder. He opened the airlock, then immediately scanned T'lep.

"Something wrong?"

"Standard procedure on small craft," he said as he closed the medical tricorder and placed it on his belt. "Last year we kept getting refugees who were stealing runabouts and shuttlecraft who were trying to escape a plague on Minara IX. Unfortunately they were sufferers themselves, and we ended up with it here on the station. Suffice it to say, all small vessels who were not carrying a doctor are now required to have occupants be medically tested for any known diseases before they are allowed entry onto the station."

"That is logical, here is my crew manifest, and ship's inventory."

He took the the datapad, quickly skimming through the contents. Then handed placed it under his arm as he brought out his tricorder and began scanning.

"Nothing of importance on the manifest, but why are you carrying so much GPL?"

"It was left to me by the Captain K'tral of the house of Lorgh. He wanted my help to participate in the hegh'bat ceromony, and he was leaving me his possessions. That included his ship, but it was destroyed when were ambushed by pirate raiders in the Ordek Nebula. The latinum is all I took with me, besides this runabout."

"Pity. Klingons don't consider death by ambush to be honorable."

"I will still hold his death before Kahless as honorable. He died on his feet, ready to meet his foe in battle, and died in combat."

"I hope he finds his peace in Sto-vo-kor, but that's beside the point. I can find nothing wrong, so I'm clearing you and your ship. It's currently 0232 on board the station, so you'll have to wait several hours before many of the shops are open. Nev's bar is usually open all night, so if you wish to head there to wait, you may."

"Thank you, Inspector."

He folded the tricorder and placed it back on his belt, then took the datapad from under his arm and began typing into it.

"I'm uploading a copy of the general station layout available to all guests, and a list of shops and repair technicians so you may get your ship repaired. Contact our data center if you need to update your ship's computer files, be forewarned, Kylie is not at her best before her coffee in the morning. Otherwise, farewell captain, and welcome to Vanguard Station."

"Thank you, Inspector."

After the inspector had left, T'lep checked the datapad, and searched it for Nev's bar. It was easy to find, and soon she arrived at the bar and went inside. There were only two people in the bar, the bartender who was a Ferengi male, and a human in a soiled uniform, who was slumped over his drink as if he had passed out.

Stepping to the bar, she sat at a bar stool. "Mocha, extra sweet, please."

"Vulcan drink for a Vulcan lady," stated the bartender before turning away to make her coffee.

While waiting on the drink, T'lep began to list the different systems on the runabout needing repair when the smell of alcohol assaulted her.

"Wouldn't need...someting...something repaired would you, miss?" he asked, his speech slurred by too much drink.

T'lep looked up to see the human who had been slouched over his drink next to her. She regarded his question, "You are an engineer?"

"James... Compton. Darn good once, onc...before that idiot pilot got himself killed. This...His admiral father got me kicked out of Starfleet's R&D."

"I would have thought Starfleet would have given you a proper court martial?"

"Might of...have," he started, slumping over the bar, "but the admiral had it hid...hidden. Made it all...fall back on me. I swear I can fix any...any...,"

"He's out," the bartender said, putting her cup of mocha in front of her. "He's been drinking the local hooch strong for about three weeks now, ever since he got fired from his last post. Don't think I've seen him leave actually."

"Has he any money?"

"No, he fixes the bar for me to pay his tab. Pretty good at it too, but I've heard that he doesn't get along with others. That's why he got left here. He sabotaged the engines to make the chief engineer look bad."

"I see, how much is his tab?"

"Nine strips of latinum. What cheap hooch, best deal I ever made."

She reached into the pouch and produced the brick of latinum. "I do not have any strips, but I do have this brick."

The Ferengi nearly choked at seeing the brick. "Where did you get so much latinum."

"It was left to me by my predecessor on the Rusty Blade"

"Would you like a private suite to let him sleep it off?"

Drinking the last of her mocha, she slid off the stool. Turning Compton around, she lifted him in a fireman's carry. "Can you have my remaining latinum taken to my ship?"

"Sure thing, I'll need to get into my private vault, it'll take a while, security precautions. Where are you docked at?"

"Hatch Beta three-two."

"I'll deliver it by myself sometime around 1000."

Carrying her new crewmate, she left Nev's bar, and headed back to her runabout carrying the unconscious man. After checking the status of the other berthing compartment and found that the bed was missing. She carried him to the compartment she used and laid him out on the bed. She then sat on the ottoman, and settled herself to meditate. When he awoke in the morning, she would have him start repairs. She didn't know much about computer mechanics, usually resigning herself to operating equipment rather than fixing it. She needed an engineer, and now she had one, or rather, a Starfleet engineer who might be better suited to repair the vessel she had found in the nebula.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Notes:<strong>

While any battle is usually considered honorable to the Klingons, death by ambush is an unhonorable death, resulting in the dead being claimed by Grethor.

Pilot? Admiral father? Umm...?
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Chapter 4 – Out Of The Bottle

When T'lep ended her meditation, the bed was empty. Not made, but empty. Standing, she began to stretch her muscles, then went in to the head to shower and put on fresh clothes.

After leaving her quarters some twenty minutes later, she found Compton sitting in the engine compartment, a cup of coffee resting on the console while he read a datapad.

"Making a list of items to be repaired?"

"Actually, no, everything operational but the warp engines. I'm running a level one calibration and diagnostic at the moment. They were so badly out of sync I'm surprised they could maintain a warp field."

"That was fast."

"Most of your problems were due to a faulty EPS grid. Managed to replicate a replacement and get it installed before the headache settled in, then started repairing everything the computer listed in need of repair. I actually just finished that and was recalibrating the engines when you found me."

"You are most efficient."

"Thanks for the compliment. I also refurbished the captain's cabin, it's under the stairwell through the port hatch."

"Thank you, but this vessel isn't the only one I was interested in repairing."

"You have another ship? Did it break down and you have to come here to get help?"

"Actually, no. We will be salvaging it, and as of right now, I'm not sure what state it's in, only that another crew was working on it, and that they no longer have need of said ship."

"I'm guessing said crew was taken care of permanently?"

"Yes, I succeeded in not only repelling their attack, but destroying their ship while in the Ordek Nebula. Mine was also lost, facillating the use of this one, but I found the other ship before I left the system."

"You want to find this other ship, again? Our sensors will barely work in there."

"There is a homing beacon of a sort I can track back to the ship."

"Good thinking. So we find the ship, repair it, and then what? Are we going to crew it together? Or will we need a larger crew compliment."

"We will need a large crew, I believe a small team can repair it, and fly it out of the nebula, but it will need a crew of at least a hundred to be properly manned."

"Any data on it?"

"Yes," she said, leaning over, she accessed the sensor logs and displayed the ship to him.

"You're kidding? An Excelsior class? NCC-19803? That's the Libertine."

"Familiar with it?"

"A little, only because the captain was an engineer.. The Libertine was actually a testing platform for a new propulsion system. Outdated today, but it could propel the Libertine past warp nine and hold it."

"What happened to it?"

"On her second five year mission, she disappeared in the Beta quadrant. Speculation was that it was attacked by Romulans, but no proof was ever found. And you found it in the nebula?"

"Yes, and I intend to salvage it. I was speculating that you might understand it's systems better as a Starfleet engineer."

"Yes, and after the way I was drummed out, I can help you upgrade it."

"Upgrade?"

"I was primarily in weapons technology, but I got involved in a piece of technology that Voyager brought back from the Delta quadrant. In basic terms, it created a passage through quantum space. It's highly unstable, and if that idiot pilot had followed orders he'd have shut it down before it threw him out."

"So it was pilot error?"

"You have to understand, that's how unstable it is. You're constantly inputting corrections to maintain the tunnel, but one mistake causes it to collapse. We just had this idea to use a soliton pulse to stabilize it as it's built, but then I lost my access. The last word I had, it was a marked improvement, so much so, that it might even be viable for testing."

"How fast would it travel?"

"You could make the trip from Earth to Vulcan in seconds, travel the entire breadth of Federation Space in a few minutes, and be completely undetectable while doing it."

"Could you rebuild it?"

"Possibly, but what use would it be to a cargo ferrier?"

"I'll be honest, moving cargo is not my overall goal. There is someone I intend to find, and the best place to find him, his in Romulan space."

"Romulan? What did he do?"

"He's a murderer."

"I once heard a Vulcan say that revenge isn't logical."

"Mr. Compton, despite what you have heard about my race, we do feel emotion. We usually set it aside to follow the path of logic, but we still feel. I don't intend to kill him, only capture him and return him to Vulcan to stand trial for his crimes."

"Alright, a bounty hunting Vulcan. Now I've heard everything. I presume you intend to pass yourself off as a cargo captain with a fancy salvaged ship?

"Presumably, under Maritime Law, I am required to contact the Federation and make them aware I have the Libertine. As it's an old ship, I doubt that they will still want it, which makes it salvageable under the law. If they do want it, they are required to make reperations for their vessel. Which would mean we would get a different, though arguably, still useful vessel."

"And you're going to need a chief engineer on this wild ride, one who understands the concept of weapons systems, and can offer you some of Starfleets best concepts."

"Are you interested?"

"Like I've got anything else to do," he grumbled, sipping his coffee. "But an Excelsior class starship is going to need almost two hundred in crew for standard op, possibly one hundred for basic operation and maintenance. I hate to say it, but you almost need a smaller ship."

"Like a scout class vessel?"

"Fast and hard does have advantages, and also before you head off into the nebula, we are going to need a proper pilot. Runabouts and shuttles are simple to fly, but flying a starship takes skill. We can't rely on the computer to do everything."

"Then Chief, we need to find a pilot. Welcome aboard," she said, and turned around and headed for the airlock.

Author's Notes:

I decided to research the Maritime Law and that part T'lep mentions about getting reperations for salvage is true, though you'd only get the ship if you chose to give it to the salvagers. So Starfleet can still claim the Libertine, but they'd have to compensate T'lep for her efforts. Thinking of the size of an Excelsior class ship, I'm probably going to make a smaller ship, one of my own design


	6. Chapter 5 - Every Second A Memory

Disclaimer: I do not own Star Trek, I'm only using the world and am adding my own characters and stories to it. I am not making money on this.

* * *

><p>Chapter 5 – Every second a memory<p>

It had been two days, since T'lep had posted an advertisement for a pilot. She was passing the time reading, her current book was by Admiral Gaines. He was outlining the basics of three dimensional battles when the computer chimed. Checking a nearby console, she saw that there was a young human female waiting at the airlock entrance.

'Seems I have a prospective crewmember,' she thought, a smile twitching her lips. Going aft, she opened the airlock to find a high spirited young lady fidgeting as she waited.

"Hi, you're the captain looking for a qualified starship pilot, right?" she said, obviously high spirited and a little nervous as she fiddled with her shoulder length blond hair.

"Yes, I am. It's an Excelsior class starship that I'm going to be salvaging, and I need someone capable to pilot it for me."

"Oh, I'm so rated for the Excelsior class, I actually got to fly one on the holodeck to take my test. They aren't the most nimble, but you could do worse. You should try some of those old freighters. Flying bricks, the lot of them," she babbled on.

"Excellent, you have no..." she started to say when an older man in his fifties slid to a stop outside the airlock.

"Kiel, there you are! I told you, we're headed to your aunt's place, you'll get a piloting job there," he said angrily, as he walked up to the young woman.

"Dad, flying old scows is no fun. Besides, I'm nineteen. I can make decisions for myself."

"You might have the body of a nineteen year old woman, but you have the mind of an eleven year old still. You need to learn to take responsibility!"

"She does have a point. If she is nineteen years old, she does have the choice to make her own decisions," T'lep interjected.

"By point of law, maybe. Listen, miss..." the elder man started.

"Captain, actually. Captain T'lep currently of the runabout Drumgarde."

"Captain, Kiel was injured in an plasma conduit explosion when she was eleven. Due to the stasis field required to do the repairwork needed, she aged while she was in a medically induced coma."

"Yea, dad, but I'm better now."

"Listen, mister..."

"Doctor, Doctor Era Inyo. This is my daughter Kiel Inyo."

"Doctor, I'm sure even though she is not mentally devoloped, she is allowed to choose her own path in life. If she chooses not to share it with you, shouldn't it be her choice?"

"It should, but she's all I have left. If you won't listen to reason with me young lady, then I'm forced into other options."

"Daddy, you don't have to have a total tiff over it," the blonde whined.

"No, if you're insistent on traipsing off to explore the galaxy behind the helm of a starship, I'll be not far behind." he said, shaking his head as he leaned against the airlock hatch. "I assume you might also be needing a qualified physician?"

"We could use a doctor, yes," T'lep stated, glad that she might start filling out her crew roster earlier than expected. Though we are short of berthing compartments right now. You'd have to share quarters with your daughter."

"Dad, please?! You know I've wanted to pilot starships since I was six and we were on the Excalibur."

"I know, that's why I said, I'm going. Someone has to keep an eye on you, young lady."

The young blonde lady squealed and hugged her father, then turned back to the captain, "So captain, can we come?"

"Of course, welcome aboard. We'll be leaving the station at 0900 tomorrow."

"Thank you, captain," Era said, looking rather relieved. "Come along, Kiel. Let's go get our belongings and get settled in to our new quarters. You can look at the controls later."

"Be right back captain!" Kiel said, as she followed her father down the corridor.

T'lep closed the airlock door, and then allowed herself one brief moment of joy.

'Things are improving,' she thought as she went back to her cabin, 'Improving indeed.'

* * *

><p><strong>Captain's Log, Stardate 56849.55<strong>. The Drumgarde is currently at full operational status, and we are about to cast off from Vanguard base and head for the Ordek nebula. I am, apprehensive about reentering the nebula after being attacked in it several days ago. I know logically that the likelihood of further pirate attacks in the nebula are slim, but that doesn't bring me peace.

My current crew is, energetic to say the least. Chief Compton hasn't had any alcohol to drink since I recruited him in Nev's Bar. My helm officer Kiel Inyo is nothing but energy while her father seems to be content in the fact that she's happy.

I am confident in our effort to salvage the Libertine will succeed as my chief engineer has stated to me that the impulse engines look undamaged, and likely only need to be restarted. Once that is accomplished, we can fly the ship clear of the nebula and contact help if the warp enines are more severely damaged.

I remain, optimistic, that the next few days will be rather rewarding.

* * *

><p>As T'lep entered the bridge, she found Doctor Inyo sitting in the science station, as he studied their projected path back to the nebula.<p>

"Anything to report?" she asked, as she sat across from him in the ops station. She sadly reflected that there wasn't an official captain's chair to sit in, and resigned herself to going over the ship's status.

"Just dust particles and one type 2 asteroid, nothing in our projected path, though. Just wanted to be sure there was nothing we could be splattered against."

"You seem to have a rather low opinion of your daughter's capabilities," she said, then noticed that the SIF and inertial dampeners were set to their maximum setting.

The doctor looked over, "Have you given anything thought at all to what you did?" T'lep looked back at him, thoughtful, as he continued. "You have given flight of a runabout, and eventually a starship, to an eleven year old girl. Nevermind the fact she looks nineteen. She is still, as far as mentalility goes, eleven years old. She is impetous, headstrong, egotistical and very prone to flights of fancy. She's never actually flown anything outside of a holodeck. You have a lot of faith in her for never having actually known much about her."

"Yes, but where else am I going to find a certified pilot this deep outside Federation space? It's not so much faith, doctor, as a lack of choices."

"At least you seem to understand. Going to leave those settings at maximum?"

"At least until I see how well she handles the controls. I don't want this craft damaged," she said, slightly nervous as the cronometer finally read 0900."

"All right everyone, are we ready to debark?" Kiel called happily from the helm.

"As we'll ever be," her father grumbled, as he buckled the safety webbing over his shoulders and waist, earning a raised eyebrow from T'lep. "I had James install this for me last night," he remarked, noticing T'lep eyeing him.

T'lep smiled back at the overly cautious doctor, then opened a frequency to the base's traffic control. "This is runabout Drumgarde, requesting permission to leave dock."

After several moments, there was a slight thump, followed by an incoming transmission. "Drumgarde, you are now released from base docking, have a pleasant trip."

"Thank you, Vanguard Base. Drumgarde out," she said, the closed the channel. "Helm, set course for the Ordek Nebula, full impulse."

"Aye, captain," Kiel said cheerily, and then putting her hands on the consoles, brought the small craft about.

"Once we clear the gravitational field, bring us to warp four."

Kiel glanced at her helm control, then announced "Making warp jump in eight seconds."

"Heaven help us all," the doctor mumbled, his knuckles turning white as he gripped the console too hard.

With a surge of speed, the Drumgarde jumped to warp. Aboard ship, T'lep watched in satisfaction at the instrument readings.

One day.

She'd be back to the Libertine in one day.

'Check,' she mentally thought. One step closer to her goal.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Notes<strong>:
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><p>Chapter 6 – Overcoming Obstacles<p>

"Alright, people," Kiel said cheerily, "We're here."

T'lep now sat in the science station, sensors already calibrated to detect the homing beacon. Once the runabout dropped out of warp, the console under her fingers chimed, and the sensors displayed the beacon's signal.

"Helm, set course zero-three-four-mark-one-nine-seven. Half impulse."

"Aye, captain."

T'lep still felt a sense of fear at being called captain. She knew that she was supposed to lead her crew, but she felt unprepared for the task. She also knew, that being a captain was just a matter of making choices, but still, those choices often ended up with people dead.

Looking at her hands, she wondered how many people were aboard that ship she destroyed. She felt guilt at their death, but logically knew that their death wasn't the result of her own actions, but theirs. They were the one's who opened fire on her, but she still felt the guilt.

'No wonder all Federation starships carry a full staff of psychologists. The crew would go insane in the first year without them.'

"Captain, I'm seeing something up ahead," Kiel called out.

"Slow to one-fourth impulse, bring us in geostationary orbit above the Libertine, and keep us about five hundred meters away."

"Aye, captain."

"Chief Compton, to the bridge, please. We've arrived at our destination."

"On my way, captain."

T'lep continued to monitor the nearly nonfunctioning sensors as she waited. When Chief Compton arrived on the bridge, she showed him the data.

"When I left, that facility was full powered. Now, I'm not picking up any power readings anywhere in it."

Compton continued to study, then shook his head. "What you're seeing is probably nothing more than a lack of maintenance. Even if they were using a low maintenance power source, it's still been almost two weeks without even a calibration. It could have just shut down as a safety precaution.

"Still, the facility isn't what we're here to salvage. These readings on the hull seem to indicate that they were just about to have it fully repaired. Just minor hull damage from colliding with something, asteroid probably. Which leads to my next question. What happened to the crew?"

"It's impossible to say. I was hoping that there might be some log entries that would indicate their fate. We won't know until we board and sift through the informtion."

"There should be a docking hatch on the port side of the engineering section. It was standard on most vessels back ninety years ago."

"Proceed with docking, helm. Then we'll board and see about getting it ready to fly.

"I got it," Kiel said cheerily, then the view of the ship changed as she brought it around, flying towards the aft side. She brought it in swiftly, giving T'lep a moment of panic that the woman was going to crash as she suddenly veered into towards the Libertine, but soon she had the runabout aligned to the docking port and with a thump, locked in place.

"All secured, we are hard docked," Kiel called out merrily, like a kid who was able to show off a new toy.

"Thank you, Kiel," T'lep said, then activated a comm as she stood up. "All hands, to starboard airlock."

"Including me?"

"Yes, Kiel. We don't have that many people so we'll have to work harder to salvage this ship."

"I just thought since I was so young that you'd make me stay behind and watch the ship or something."

"I was a young girl when I first went into space, and not even at the age you had your incident when I was doing 'adult' things. So I will be the last person who will ever judge you to be too young, what you are now is eager and able, and I need you to function as the adult you now are." T'lep cocked her head to the side, studying the glee that appeared on the young blond's face. "Agreed?"

Kiel's response was to rush forward and hug the captain, much like a little girl would do in being told she was old enough to be on her own for the first time. T'lep for her own part felt awkard at being embraced, though she was thankful that the younger woman never touched her skin, but she was still able to shield herself mentally in case she did, not wanting to hurt the over-eager youth.

After the embrace, Kiel rushed to the airlock, presumably to don her EV suit, leaving a stunned T'lep behind. At the bottom of the ramp, Doctor Inyo leaned against his open quarters door, shaking his head.

"My apologies captain. I'll have a talk with her later about not touching Vulcans without permission. I know there's a telepathic ability you have to brace yourself against when you touch someone."

"Thank you, doctor, that is most appreciated. I was able to shield myself, thereby sparing her any ill effects," she stated, walking down the ramp to head to the airlock. In truth, she hated being touched, but it had little to do with her telepathic abilities. She was just uncomfortable in personal situations.

At the airlock, Chief Compton was already in his suit, helping Kiel understand how to operate hers. T'lep and Doctor Inyo both donned theirs without problem, and the four walked into the airlock's small compartment. The chief activated the airlock's decompression cycle, then picked up a carry case and slung the strap over his helmet, and all four activated their magnetic boots as the outer door opened. The chief then pulled a tool from the side compartment of the airlock, placed it in the small crack created by the double doors of the Libertine's airlock, and waited while it pushed the doors open.

"Chief Compton, take Doctor Inyo and see about activating the ship's engines. Kiel, you're with me. We're going to the bridge so when the chief activates the engines, you can take control of the flight controls in case anything happens."

Everyone said a curt, 'Yes, Captain,' and stepped through the hatch into the ship. They stayed in a group until they hit a T-junction, then following their tricorders, started off in different directions. T'lep continued to scan the the corridor, stopping at a set of double doors. Using her strength, she forced the doors open to reveal a turbolift. The two women then began to climb the vertical shaft, stopping at Deck Four, which was the last deck the shaft went to.

"At least we get a rest before we have to climb again," Kiel grumbled, rubbing her hands.

T'lep remained silent, and proceeded down the corridor as she continued to scan. After a few minutes walk, she paused at another set of double doors, which she opened to reveal another turboshaft. They again climbed to the top, however when T'lep forced these doors open, they found themselves on the ship's Bridge.

"Just like the holosimulation I was on," Kiel commented, making her way to the helm. T'lep paused herself, her eyes on the ship's central chair.

"Captain, are you in place? We're ready to start the impulse engines."

"Go ahead, chief. Kiel is in place at the helm."

"Roger, starting the activation sequence now."

She waited patiently by the entrance to a room marked senior briefing lounge, and then it happened. With a flicker of light and the deep thrum of the engines she could feel through the deck plates, the ship began to power up. She smiled, as she watched the computer screens started to display their information, and then the viewscreen activated.

"Helm's on standby, captain. Not showing any moorings, or other support structures locked on, so we're probably just resting on some skids," Kiel stated, then removed her helmet and gloves.

T'lep removed her helmet, setting in on the rear bridge station. "Noted," she said, as she undid the fasteners of her EV suit, then stepped out and laid it over the nearby chair.

She reverently stepped to the captain's chair, and ran a hand over the leather material of the arm rest. Stepping in front of the chair, she carefully sat, feeling for the first time that she was in control of her life. She was sitting in the captain's chair of an operational Federation starship, one she was about to try to bargain to keep. She was finally leaving the terror and humiliation of her childhood behind, and stepping into the role of an adult, ready to contribute to the galaxy.

So why was she suddenly overcome with a sense of dread?

She reflected on her feelings, trying to pinpoint the dread she was feeling. She finally pinpointed where her concern was coming from. She knew next to nothing about the Romulan she would be pursuing, and while she was in a Federation starship, it was still outdated by about ninety years.

Studying the armrest, she found the intercom buttons, and activated the one for engineering. "Bridge to Engineering. Chief, are we ready to attempt to move the Libertine?"

"Should be. I would advise thrusters only, at least until we're clear of the facility."

"Understood, bridge out," T'lep said, then turned to Kiel who had just finished shedding her EV suit. "Thrusters only, Helm."

Nodding to the captain, Kiel turned solemnly to the helm, then sat back in the chair. She activated the thrusters, then lifted the Libertine back into flight.

T'lep watched the viewscreen, and it's occasional flicker as they lifted off the asteroid. She felt elated. 'It's still space worthy,' she thought, then she addressed Kiel. "Set course for the Federation, half impulse until we clear the nebula.

"Anywhere specific you want me to head?"

T'lep paused at the question, "Earth. Set course for Earth."

Kiel frowned, then turned back to the helm, "Alright then."

T'lep noticed the frown, and the slump of the young girl's shoulders as she piloted the ship through the nebula. "Is there a problem?"

"I was hoping we'd get to keep it," the girl stated, sounding sad. "This is the first time since I woke up from the nightmare I'd been in, while dad was trying to fix me, that I'd been treated like an adult."

"It isn't over yet, but this ship does properly belong to the Federation. If they don't want it, then we'll keep it. But I did lose a ship out here, and under Federation Maritime Law, I am entitled to some compsentation for salvaging this one."

"Compensation? Like another ship?"

"Yes. Probably smaller, one that was confiscated, or the owner didn't survive the catastrophe visited on him."

"So your not just giving up?"

"I learned long ago, when I was younger than you before you had your accident, that you can't give up. I've survived things," T'lep paused, trying not to remember some of the horrible things she'd been through, then noticed Kiel had turned her chair to face her, "horrible things that I would rather you never have to live through. But our past is only what teaches us. Our future is our own to chart. In a nutshell Kiel, I survived Del Roga Station, and now I'm sitting in the captain's chair of an Excelsior Class starship. I will continue to chart my future, and not let my past stop me from accomplishing the tasks I set out to do.

"You shouldn't either. I took your father on because I needed the extra hands to salvage this ship, not because I thought you needed looking after. You are an adult now. You must decide for yourself what is best for you, and not let the fact that you slept through eight years of your life stop you from your dream. Here you are, at the helm of a starship. Is that now where you wanted to be?"

Kiel, hung her head, almost crying. "Yes, ever since I was saw my first starship fly out of dock, I knew I wanted to do this. And thank you captain, for treating me like an adult, and not like I'm emotionally handicapped, like my father does."

"You're welcome," T'lep stated. "Now, I'm going to go into the captain's lounge and check the logs, and see if I can figure out what happened to the crew. I've seen no phaser burns on the wall, no signs of a fight, no struggle, and no remains. This ship is a mystery. You have the conn, Kiel. Let me know if anything comes up, and take us to full impulse when we clear the nebula."

"Aye aye, captain," Kiel called happily, her cheery demeanor returning.

As T'lep approached the doors in the portside aft of the bridge, she thought, 'I guess I am the counselor of this ship. Now, who will counsel me?'

* * *
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